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Q&A
Elizabeth Leonard, A historian of the Civil War, discusses her new book, research, Legos,
and the inspiration that sent her on the trail of buffalo soldiers
DAVID EATON INTERVIEW

JEFF POULAND photo

erything a million times to find what I am looking
for. And I’ll sometimes write chunks of things.
I’ve come to believe that for me to predetermine
which way I’m going to go too much restricts my
ability to see connections that I otherwise can
see. So it seems very chaotic but it works very
well for me because when I start to write I’m
constantly going back over everything and back
over everything and back over everything.

Men of Color to Arms! Black Soldiers, Indian
Wars, and the Quest for Equality is Professor
Elizabeth Leonard’s fourth book on the Civil War.
So much has been written about the Civil War.
How do you find new things to look at?
I think there are two ways to do it. One is that
you have to use a different set of eyes. You have
to not be looking over and over again at the
same stuff. In my early work on the Civil War I
looked exclusively at women. So I was just looking for something that wasn’t part of the standard. The other thing is you look for questions
that have not been asked. I think you have to
look for the missing pieces, ask what questions
haven’t been asked yet, and try to make connections that haven’t been made.
As you were looking with this different set of
eyes, how did you settle on this topic?
My son asked me this question and it really was
fascinating to me. This is years ago now. Probably as a seven-year-old, he said, “Is it true the
Union Army freed the slaves and then went out
and killed the Indians?” I said, “Yes, that’s true.
Why do you ask? Was that something that came
up at school?” And he goes, “No, I was looking
in my Lego catalog and I was noticing there were
pictures of blue soldiers and gray soldiers, and
then there are these blue soldiers and little Indians.” So then we were talking about that and he
said, “Why would they do that?” And I thought,
that is a really interesting question. I hadn’t really given much thought to what does the Union
Army do after the war? Where does it go? Did it
all just go home? I started thinking about what
happens with those emancipated people, and I
found that they too were filtering into the Army.
And so the whole story got tangled up together.
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Men of Color to Arms! Black Soldiers,
Indian Wars, and the Quest for Equality
Elizabeth Leonard (History)
W. W. Norton & Company (2010)

What’s your process for writing something
like this?
I do a lot of research, and I love to do the research. It’s really such a joy to me to be in the archives, so I do a lot of that. I have a question I’m
asking and trying to answer. I can identify where
some of the most important archival materials
are. Then I just go and plunge myself into those
and I just keep track of everything that seems
salient and I follow these leads as I understand
them. I don’t preplan a lot and I never use any
note-card programs. I take notes. Then I print
everything up, and then I have to go through ev-

And when you start, is there an outline or do
you just start writing?
This was probably the book that was the hardest in that sense. I’m writing this biography now.
What outline? It’s his life. So that’s easy. In my
two books I wrote on women, they were very
easily categorized. In the first book there was
a woman nurse, there was a woman in ladies
aid, and there was a woman doctor, and I could
sort of use them as a way to organize material
on people who did similar kinds of things. This
book was a little bit harder to bring together because there were so many threads. So I would
say that I did not have an outline but I had a
really terrible first draft. Thank God I have a very
good and rigorous editor.
But you turned it into a very interesting book.
It comes together ... it’s a lot of redoing and redoing and redoing and it’s sort of like a big pile.
I think it’s hard because I was dealing with such
snippets of information on a lot of these people.
I had to develop larger points using little bits of
information that I could get hold of. It would have
been great to have several people who were like
the West Point guys about whom I could actually
learn quite a bit. The Indian Wars guys, they’re
really hard. It’s literally a paragraph here or a
few bits of information there.
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Gibson Professor of History Elizabeth Leonard, who plumbed archives to tell the the story of African-American soldiers after the Civil War, stands in front
of the Lion of Lucerne, a sculpture commissioned by Colby in honor of the 20 Colby men who died while serving in the Union Army during the Civil War.

Where and how do you find them?
For those guys out in the West, they didn’t have
journals, they didn’t write a lot of letters. At most
there were sometimes letters to the editors of
newspapers. I was able—thank goodness for
databases like historical newspapers—I could
find bits and pieces there by searching very meticulously. There are some wonderful people out
there who haven’t written synthetic monographs
about this but who have compiled some works
where they say, “Here’s some poetry of Buffalo
Soldiers or a story about this.” There are little
bits and pieces of things and you lean on them.
That stuff is a little more challenging.
You’ve got this core group [Buffalo Soldiers]
that is not capable of documenting itself ...
Right. And they’re not writing letters. Generally you mostly have other people talking about
them. Probably one of the best places I went
was Fort Davis, Texas—I spent a week down
there—which is a wonderful historic site where
most of the Buffalo Soldier regiments spent at
least some of their time. It’s an absolutely beautiful place. It has a wonderful National Park Service historian who helped me tremendously, and

just to be there actually was very, very important
for me. To walk on that ground and see where
they had been and see what they had seen and
feel the isolation they must have felt. You know,
I had a modern car that could get me to El Paso
in three hours if I had to go, but I thought about
what it would be like to be black and have a
horse as the fastest way you could get out of
there if you wanted to get away.
And where would you get away to?
Nowhere. Mexico I suppose. That was probably closest and you really couldn’t. White commanders often commented on how rare it was
for black soldiers to desert. And, to their credit,
they were nice. They said they’re so faithful and
so on. But some of the reasons black soldiers
didn’t desert had to do with the fact that it would
be obvious you didn’t belong there. You know,
what was a black person doing in this area if he
wasn’t in the Army? He’s a deserter.
What makes a good history book?
I think it should be a topic that would be of interest to people and I think it should be written
clearly and the goal should be to communicate

with more than just three friends who are specialists in your field. I think it needs to be very
carefully researched and I guess I am the historian who believes that historians have a social
responsibility. I think every book I have written
was not written just to tell the story but because
I feel that understanding and discussing history
has meaning for us in our present and our future. I think there are probably a lot of historians
who think you really should just be telling about
the past. I do it because I feel like it matters.
We need to know.
Colby’s John J. and Cornelia V. Gibson Professor
of History, Leonard is currently at work on a biography of Joseph Holt, who served as Judge Advocate General of the U.S. Army from 1862 to 1875.
Lincoln’s Forgotten Ally: Judge Advocate General Joseph Holt of Kentucky will be published by
the University of North Carolina Press in the fall.

Professor Elizabeth Leonard’s professional
profile is online at
www.colby.edu/directory_cs/edleonar/
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Environmental science major Courtney Beaulieu ’11 (left) and University of Maryland Research Associate Professor Victoria Coles guide the Conductivity,
Temperature, and Depth (CTD) probes used to collect water samples.

Sea Change
Colby-Bigelow partnership turns the world’s oceans inTO a vast classroom
ruth jacobs STORY  Joaquim goés photos

Five weeks cruising the Atlantic off the coast of Brazil with barbecue
dinners on the deck. Or floating through the eastern Pacific and catching
squid for the cooks to make into calamari that night.
A tropical vacation? Not for Ali Brandeis ’10 and Courtney Beaulieu ’11.
They spent part of their summer as interns on research expeditions
through the Bigelow Laboratory for Ocean Sciences, where the demands
were high and time to relax was limited. “It’s a very, very tiring experience
since we work like twenty hours a day with not much sleep,” said
researcher Helga do Rosario Gomes. “Sometimes we don’t have day or
night, depending on when the ship stops, so we work for the night.”
For Beaulieu and Brandeis the Bigelow cruises offered an uncommon
opportunity for an undergraduate to conduct hands-on oceanographic
research to help them determine their future plans in the scientific

world. “It just really opened my eyes to actually how many opportunities
there are in environmental science,” said Beaulieu.
Both expeditions—Beaulieu’s in the Amazon River plume, an area
of low-salinity water off the coast of Brazil, and Brandeis’s in the Costa
Rica Dome, an area where cold water rises from the ocean’s depths to
the warmer tropical surface—included interdisciplinary teams funded by
the National Science Foundation. “Courtney got to meet so many new
people from like six or seven schools, and you know that was a big eyeopener for her—what they were doing, what they wanted to do with their
lives, how they were managing their Ph.D. programs,” said Gomes.
This is all part of the plan.
In July Colby announced the establishment of a strategic partnership
with Bigelow Labs that would facilitate teaching and research
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“The ocean is a really big place, and we really
have so little knowledge about it.”
Ali Brandeis ‘10
collaboration. While the work that Beaulieu and Brandeis participated
in took place pre-partnership, it exemplifies the kinds of opportunities
Colby students will have more access to in the future, according to
Associate Vice President for Academic Affairs Michael Donihue ’79.
These include increasing academic collaboration during Jan Plan both
in courses and through independent research, introducing a semester
study-in-residence at Bigelow, increasing collaboration between Colby
faculty and Bigelow’s senior research scientists, and more.
And the future is now. In January Angela Warner ’11 is the next
to take part in a Bigelow cruise, sailing from Punta Arenas, Chile, to
Cape Town, South Africa. “A lot of students are interested in this, and
it gives us a way to deepen a very strong niche that we already have
with respect to the environment,” said President William D. Adams in
announcing the partnership.
Beaulieu is an environmental science major with an independent
focus in public health, and Brandeis was a chemistry major. Both say
the experience at sea exposed them to a scientific arena they were
unfamiliar with but that related to their coursework at Colby. “It’s really
nice to learn about everything in the courses here,” said Beaulieu, “but
it’s completely different to go and experience and try to put everything
that you’ve learned to use.”
But how does collecting water samples in the Amazon relate to
public health? Beaulieu collected seawater, filtered out particles, and
incubated it to study changes in the composition of organic matter
flowing from the Amazon River. “Courtney’s research is very important
in the sense it will tell us how much material—CDOM [Color Dissolved
Organic Matter]—is released by the Amazon and how much of it enters
the carbon cycle and is lost to the sea,” said researcher Joaquim Goés,
who worked with Gomes and Beaulieu. “CDOM will tell you how climate
change is affecting that region.”
“It really is related to pretty much every course that I have taken
in the environmental science area,” said Beaulieu. “Climate change is

Blogging from the Atlantic
Two Colby scientists, Whitney King, Miselis Professor of Chemistry,
and Annie Warner ’11 will join a group of scientists on the Great
Belt Cruise, a research voyage that will traverse more than 7,000
miles of the southern Atlantic Ocean in January. The cruise aboard
the research vessel Melville is led by William “Barney” Balch of Bigelow Laboratory for Ocean Sciences. Departing from Punta Arenas,
Chile, and ending in Cape Town, South Africa, the Colby scientists
will be blogging throughout the voyage. Their reports will be posted
at web.colby.edu/colbyatsea/

related to public health and human health as well. So it really is all tied
in together.”
Both budding scientists were enlightened and inspired by their
work at sea, they said. While neither has committed to pursuing ocean
science at this point, they’re both considering it. “It was an amazing
opportunity,” said Brandeis. “It definitely was something that I loved and
would be interested in gearing future research to.”
At Colby Brandeis got her first taste of this kind of research
with Miselis Professor of Chemistry D. Whitney King, studying iron
concentrations in fresh water. On her research cruise, about 350 miles
off the coast of Costa Rica, she collected water samples to study
the effect of trace metals (iron and zinc) and silica on phytoplankton
growth. “It’s really just trying to get an understanding of what is limiting
populations, what helps them grow, you know, why is one area different
than another area,” she said. “The ocean is a really big place, and we
really have so little knowledge about it.”
As Brandeis pursues a Ph.D. in chemistry at Tufts University,
Beaulieu is considering a graduate program in oceanography, among
other things, following graduation in May. “It might also end up being
something that is not tied into my plans for the future—but either way it
really was a good experience,” she said.
It was successful for researchers Gomes and Goés, as well. “They
are highly motivated, very focused, they enjoy working. They’re there
for a purpose, they work hard, and they’re grateful for the opportunity,”
said Goés, who, with Gomes, left Bigelow this summer for positions at
Columbia University. “They immediately grasped what the whole project
was about, and they would come up with their own questions—and you
need to have an analytical mind to do that. I think the kind of education
that they’re provided [at Colby] is very good.”
The Bigelow researchers weren’t the only ones impressed by the
Colby students. On board both ships were researchers and graduate
students from around the world, some of whom raved about Beaulieu.
“We had these four Brazilians on the cruise and they said, ‘I cannot
believe she’s twenty.’ She is so, so, so responsible,’” recalled Gomes.
“One of the ladies who was a chemist said, ‘When I get the money, I’m
taking Courtney with me.’”
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Celebrating Zimbabwe in Maine
Oak Institute events include student panel, Zimbabwean feast, African rock star
Stephen Collins ’74 STORY  Sadie Robertson ’11 photos

Tendai Mutunhire ’13 leaned in and shouted to be heard over the pulsing African rhythms and wailing Afro-pop guitar in Pulver Pavilion. “Can you
believe it?” he asked. “We have the two most famous women in Zimbabwe right here in this room!”
The occasion was Zimbabwe in Maine, a celebration on Oct. 16 of
Colby’s Zimbabwean community, with this year’s Oak Human Rights Fellow Jestina Mukoko as the focus.
Events began with a panel discussion featuring students from Zimbabwe describing their country and life there. The program attracted a
standing-room-only audience, more than 100 students and guests, to one
of the Diamond Building’s largest classrooms.
A buffet dinner of Zimbabwean food followed, with dishes including
sadza (maize, much like American grits) cooked by African students and
coordinated by Escar Kusema ’09, who returned to campus from New
Hampshire for the event. Finally the celebration moved to Cotter Union for
a concert by Chiwoniso Maraire, who’s been described as “an Afro-Soul
Diva” and as “one of Zimbabwe’s most highly regarded musicians.”
“It’s like Oprah,” Mutunhire said later. “You just say ‘Chiwoniso’ and
everybody knows.”
Mukoko, national director of the Zimbabwe Peace Project, is a star in
her own right. Formerly a national television news anchor, she is universally known in Zimbabwe—a household name and face. When she was
abducted by state security agents and held incommunicado for three
weeks in 2008, the celebrity status that may have saved her life took on
a new dimension. Held for three months altogether, she emerged an international symbol of courage in Zimbabwe’s human rights struggle.

For most of the past decade, Zimbabwe has been
the fifth or sixth best-represented foreign country
in Colby’s student body.
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Students and guests sample traditional Zimbabwean foods prepared for the
Zimbabwe in Maine celebration, an Oak Human Rights Institute event.
Colby’s connections to the troubled nation in southern Africa run deep.
Since 2000 Colby has enrolled 18 students from Zimbabwe, and for most
of the past decade the country has been either the fifth or sixth best-represented foreign country in Colby’s student body. Many of those students
come as Oak Scholars, a scholarship open to students from Zimbabwe or
Denmark or whose families have been victims of torture or persecution.
Others arrive as Davis United World College scholars.
Since 2000, one Zimbabwean student has been class marshal (2005)
and another class speaker (2006). One earned a Ph.D. in engineering systems at MIT; another is an M.D./Ph.D. hematologist from Dartmouth; a fifth
was the first student ever to ace Professor Dasan Thamattoor’s organic
chemistry final exam and is now a researcher in a medical lab at Harvard.
At the panel discussion four current students from Zimbabwe talked
about the difficulties earlier in this decade of living in a deteriorating
civil society with hyperinflation, and they passed around trillion-dollar
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Chiwoniso Maraire, a bona fide rock star in Zimbabwe, performed with her band in Pulver Pavilion and had most audience members dancing.

banknotes to illustrate how dizzying the failing economy became. “We
don’t want to sanitize anything about our country,” said Rumbidzai Gondo
’14, noting that poverty is widespread—though, as in most countries,
there are both well-to-do and dispossessed citizens.
But when the country reached its nadir, in 2007-08, many suffered.
Gift Ntuli ’14 said that schoolteachers were caught up in the cross-border
commodities trading that became the only source of cooking oil, flour, and
bread. It was a matter of survival. “For one year there was no learning. It
really crippled our academic system.”
Mutunhire said an elder told him, “Kid, the education you’re getting
today is worthless,” even though families had to pay fees to keep their
children in the public schools.
And it wasn’t just the poor who went hungry. Takudzwa Dizha, Mukoko’s son, who studied at Colby first semester, said, “In 2007 and 2008
we had only two meals a day,” at his school.

Moderator Isadora Alteon ’13 of Brooklyn, N.Y., asked the panelists
about medical care during the crisis in Zimbabwe. Ntuli said many professional physicians left the country, which seriously degraded the health
care available. Mutunhire said he was impressed by stories about how
young doctors and medical students shouldered enormous loads after
established doctors fled.
For Dizha, the medical crisis turned personal. His 5-year-old cousin was
being treated for leukemia by the last cancer specialist in the city. When
that oncologist packed his bags and left, “That’s when [my cousin] started
deteriorating, and that’s what led to his death,” Dizha said. “It’s horrific.”
Despite the tragedies of the declining state, Gondo found a silver lining, suggesting the troubles have made Zimbabweans stronger, more resilient, and less prone to complain. After leaving the country to study
at the African Leadership Academy, she was amused: “In South Africa,
people complain about the food,” she said.
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Hands Off That Thermostat
James Fleming explores the long and checkered history of attempts to “fix the sky”
Stephen Collins ’74 REVIEW

Few threats to planet Earth are scarier than
those describing apocalyptic climate change. But
in his new book, Fixing the Sky: The Checkered
History of Weather and Climate Control, Professor
of Science, Technology, and Society James Fleming makes a case that some of the proposed
cures—and the scientists who advocate them—
will do much to “Keep Fear Alive.”
Fleming says he set out to write a tragicomic
history for a general audience—a cautionary tale
recounting past and present schemes to modify
the weather and control the climate. His chapter titles—“Rain Makers,” “Rain Fakers,” “Foggy
Thinking,” “Pathological Science,” “Weather Warriors” among them—suggest his biases.
Fleming believes proposals to “fix the sky”
and combat global warming cannot be exclusively the realm of technicians. History, culture, and
public policy cannot be ignored, he says, and the
discussion needs intergenerational, interdisciplinary, and international perspectives. On NPR’s
All Things Considered, Fleming asked: Who gets
to control the thermostat?
His goal studying and writing about geoengineering has been to get a place at the table
with the geoengineers, and to a large degree
he’s been successful. Over fall break in October
Fleming spoke at the Woodrow Wilson Center,
the American Association for the Advancement
of Science, the Government Accountability Office,
and the National Academy of Sciences. “I am in
meetings about every month, or twice a month,
with some of the cast in the book.” And not all
of them are happy with the way they were characterized.
Fixing the Sky combines full documentation
(more than 500 footnotes) with a storyteller’s
voice. Fleming’s mordant wit leavens a thorough
history of weather and climate engineers—past
and present doctors Strangelove and their Rube
Goldberg concoctions.
When would-be climate engineers met at
NASA’s Ames Research Center in California in
2006 to discuss managing solar radiation, Fleming was there. He savors the irony that the meeting included an apology—organizers couldn’t
control the temperature of the conference room.
Bill Gates advocated fighting hurricanes by

Fixing the Sky: The Checkered History
of Weather and Climate Control
James Fleming (STS)
Columbia University Press (2010)
draining warm surface water through a long tube
deep into the ocean; Fleming cites a comment
expressing the hope that the technique “might
work better than the Windows operating system!”
At heart a humanist scholar, he begins with
the story of Phaethon, from Greek mythology.
Reluctantly granted one wish by his father, Helios, young Phaethon takes the reins of the sun
chariot for a day but is unable to steer a middle
course and sets the Earth on fire. The descriptions in translation are eerily like the worst-case
scenarios currently in circulation.
Claiming that geoengineers usually see
themselves as the first generation to tackle
large-scale tinkering with weather and climate,
Fleming reviews the history as well as literature
from Dante to Jules Verne to the Disney cartoon
“Donald Duck, Master Rain Maker.” He describes

Kurt Vonnegut’s fiction—Ice Nine in Cat’s Cradle
and the militarization of science in the “Report
on the Barnhouse Effect”—and then draws a
straight line to brother Bernard Vonnegut, who
worked at General Electric and discovered that
silver iodide dropped into a super-cooled cloud
triggers a chain reaction of ice crystal formation
and precipitation.
Fleming describes ancient archers shooting
arrows to stop hail, and he cites practices persisting from the late 1600s into the 20th century
where men believed shooting guns and explosives at and around storms would either suppress the storms or intensify them.
Under Presidents Johnson and Nixon more
than 2,600 cloud-seeding sorties were launched
over Vietnam, Laos, and Thailand in an attempt
to bog down the enemy on the Ho Chi Minh Trail
during the Vietnam War. “Even if the cloud seeding had produced a tactical victory or two (it did
not),” writes Fleming, “the extreme secrecy surrounding the operation and the subsequent denials and stonewalling of Congress by the military
resulted in a major strategic defeat for military
weather modification.”
Schemes cloaked in scientific-sounding hocus pocus are still with us and are increasingly
sophisticated. In 2003 commissioners of Webb
County, Texas, were ready to spend $1.2 million
for “ion-generating rain towers” until a TV meteorologist pointed out there was no evidence
the system had ever worked and debunked the
“science” that suggested it would. Also, “during
the 2008 Summer Olympics, China spent more
money on rainmaking and rain suppression than
any other nation—but with no verifiable results,”
Fleming writes.
Noah Bonnheim ’11, one of six Colby research assistants cited in the book’s acknowledgements, tracks new weather and climate controls as they unfold. “Every day I get some Rube
Goldberg thing in my inbox,” Fleming said.
Mandy Reynolds ’12, another research assistant credited in the book, offered a review that
Fleming submitted to Columbia University Press
in case it wanted a one-word dust-jacket blurb for
Fixing the Sky.
“Spooky,” she said.
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The Sweet Smell of Success
Every 30 seconds, someone buys a bottle of Coco Chanel’s
trademark perfume Chanel No. 5.
For more than 90 years, Chanel’s signature fragrance has been
seen as the most seductive fragrance for women, an industrial
juggernaut that has dominated and outlasted countless would-be
competitors. But why is a nearly century-old scent such an icon of
luxury? Who is Coco Chanel and how did she pull this off?
Colby English professor and cultural historian (see also The Widow Cliquot) Tilar Mazzeo deftly tells the story of the perfume and its
creator in her new book, The Secret of Chanel No 5. Mazzeo traces
Chanel’s humble beginnings in a convent orphanage, her brief stint
as an actress, and her time as mistress to a wealthy dilettante on the
French Riviera. From this inauspicious beginning, the steel-willed and
immensely ambitious Chanel emerged as a fashion celebrity and
maven—and the businesswoman who created a perfume empire.
Known to industry insiders as le monster, for its rampaging success, Chanel No. 5 was a product poised on the brink of legend even
before its inception. The entrepreneurial Chanel saw that her star as
a designer was rising and that only two other designers had entered
the perfume market. She recognized the demand for French perfume
from consumers in America. Chanel had also lost her lover, in a car accident. She helped create, Mazzeo writes, “a scent that encapsulated
both her sense of loss and the story of her life and loves.”

At the time (it went on sale in 1921) most perfumes on the
market were floral scents. “Women are not flowers,” Chanel sniffed.
She wanted an artful, abstract scent, akin to the clothes she created.
Mazzeo concludes that Chanel No. 5 is more than a perfume, and
“part of a larger project of redefining the twentieth-century femininity.”
Chanel had a keen nose, but no experience in the perfume
trade. She set out to find that expertise. The perfume’s actual creator,
Ernest Beaux, had produced a revolutionary yet commercially unsuccessful fragrance called Le Bouquet de Catherine, named after Catherine the Great. Brought together by Chanel’s Russian-exile lover, the
entrepreneur and the chemist crafted a new scent. Chanel selected
the fifth variant, No. 5, and the rest is perfume history.
The Chanel No. 5 tale took twists and turns during and after World
War II, with Chanel feuding with business partners and even employing
Nazi anti-Semitic laws to try to regain control of her company. At one
point the creator of Chanel No. 5 even tried to destroy it. But Chanel
No. 5 proved indestructible, a genie let out of a perfume bottle.
Chanel No. 5 became—and remains—the iconic luxury product
it was designed to be, coveted by many. It has survived 90 years
of turbulent world history as well as threats to its existence, image,
original composition, and legacy. As Mazzeo writes, “Our participation
... has made Chanel No. 5 a perfume with a life of its own.”
—Diana McQueen

The Secret of Chanel No. 5
Tilar J. Mazzeo (English)
Harper (2010)

A Thriller of a Picture

Stealing the Mystic Lamb: The
True Story of the World’s Most
Coveted Masterpiece
Noah Charney ’02
PublicAffairs (2010)

The Ghent Altarpiece is no ordinary work of art.
Created in the 1430s, it barely escaped destruction by a Calvinist
mob a century later. Napoleon appropriated it and hauled it back for
display at the Louvre (where it was a big hit). It was returned to Belgium after Waterloo, but a portion of it was stolen a year later, bought
by the King of Prussia, and displayed in Berlin (but returned according
to a stipulation in the Treaty of Versailles). It was nearly burned in a
church fire in Ghent in 1822, secreted in a confessional as soldiers
searched for it during World War I, then stolen by the Nazis during World
War II and hidden in a salt mine in Austria, where resistance fighters
came to its rescue in the nick of time.
Said author Noah Charney ’02, “Anything bad that can happen to
a work of art has happened to this one.”
The Ghent Altarpiece was an irresistable subject for Charney, a
Rome-based art historian, an expert on art theft, and founder of the
Association for Research into Crimes against Art, a think tank and academic institution. But Charney says that it was Colby Jetté Professor
of Art David Simon, in an offhand remark during a lecture, who first
informed his then-student that The Ghent Altarpiece was the most frequently stolen art work in history. Add to that distinction its status as
one of the most sought-after objects and you have the ingredients for
a fascinating tale, one that blends art history, political intrigue, and
thriller-worthy suspense.
“When I really delved into it, it was much more intriguing and multilayered than I had thought,” Charney said.
The focal point of the story is an assembly of panels painted
mostly by Jan van Eyck but likely begun by his brother Hubert. The

paintings, among many others, include the Virgin Mary, John the Baptist,
Adam and Eve (whose privates were painted over in the 19th century),
and the Adoration of the Mystic Lamb, a subject taken from the New
Testament. The wall-size masterpiece “really takes on a life of its own,”
Charney said. “I like the fact that you can follow the biography of an
object through these points of history. Someone mentioned that it was
like Forrest Gump.”
Charney compellingly describes the work’s beauty and importance,
its symbolism and extraordinary detail. “Details range from the mundane to the elegant,” he writes. “Viewers can make out tufts of grass,
the wrinkles in an old worm-eaten apple, and warts on double chins.
But they can also see the reflection of light caught in a perfectly painted
ruby, the folds of a gilded garment, and individual silvery hairs amid the
chestnut curls of a beard.”
“The painting,” writes Charney, “both enchants the eye and provokes
the mind.”
The result of that enchantment and provocation is the tumultuous
history that has seen the painting buffeted by wars—and has even affected their course. If a painting, like a cat, can be said to have nine
lives, The Ghent Altarpiece has few left.
In fact, the intrigue and destruction recounted in the book lead you
to wonder that any artwork can survive for 600 years and to lament the
fate of those works that have not. “Artworks resemble lambs in an open
field by night,” Charney writes. “The nations are the shepherds.”
After reading his book, that’s a scary thought.
—Gerry Boyle ’78
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Close to Home
For Nick Tucker, study of AIDS and children
is more than academic
Travis Lazarczyk STORY  BRIAN SPEER PHOTO

Last fall Nick Tucker ’11J had an interview for the Thomas J.
Watson Fellowship, a $25,000 grant for one year of independent
study abroad. If he is awarded the fellowship, Tucker will study
the psychological and social effects of AIDS on children in
Brazil, Mozambique, and South Africa.
AIDS and children—it’s a subject close to Tucker’s heart.
In recent years the disease has taken both of his parents: his
mother, Cynthia DeSimone, and father, Khassiem Abdullah.
But Tucker, an economics major and cornerback on the Colby
football team, was not left alone.
When Tucker was born—two months premature, addicted to
methadone and cocaine—Tucker’s mother had realized she had
to fight her addictions and couldn’t care for her newborn son.
The baby was first placed in state custody, but then Tucker’s
mother was able to have church friends Paul and Lisa Laurion
of North Berwick, Maine, take him into their family.
“I’ve been lucky, because I’ve lived with my guardians for
a while. I’ve always had a good support system at home,”
Tucker said. “I had things a lot of kids don’t have in my situation, and that’s the nurturing.
“It really all comes down to love. I’ve had that second family … to be there and lend me that helping hand. I know the
other direction things could’ve gone, and it’s not as bright.”
He was an energetic part of the family, a mischievous little
boy. “He would teach my younger son [Dan] how to climb out of
his crib at age one and a half,” Paul Laurion said. “Then he’d get
a kick out of my reaction, so he’d do it again and again.”
Tucker stayed with the Laurions until he was two and a half years
old, when he and his younger sister, Kianna, moved back in with his
mother in Burlington, Mass. “When the state saw that my mother had
kicked her addiction, moved into a place suitable for children, and was
set up with all the government assistance programs, they granted her
full custody of me,” Tucker wrote last year.
Tucker’s father, who was in prison when Tucker was born, was in and
out of his life throughout Tucker’s childhood. When Tucker was 4, his
mother was diagnosed with AIDS. As her health worsened, she relapsed
into drug use and her children moved in and out of her care. Just before
Tucker was to enter sixth grade, he and Kianna went back to live with the
Laurions permanently.
Paul Laurion immediately noticed Tucker was different, more settled.
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“I try and keep in touch with the kids as much as
I can. ... I try to impart wisdom for helping them
succeed. It’s very important.”

Nick Tucker ‘11J
“His mom did a good job with him while he was with her,” Laurion said.
And Tucker, who had been through a lot and who had been given so
much, returned the favor. “He’s given so much back, particularly to the
Waterville community,” said Colby head football coach Ed Mestieri.
Tucker has mentored Waterville-area students since his first year on
campus, first as part the football team’s partnership with Benton Elementary School and more recently with the Colby Cares About Kids program.
When the father of a boy in Mestieri’s daughter’s class at Lawrence Junior
High School died suddenly, Tucker offered to mentor him. Back home in
North Berwick, Tucker has worked with kids with autism. “I worked with
three different kids for three different summers, ranging from severe behavioral and learning disabilities to fairly functional autistic kids. I worked
with one who played football at Noble [High School]. We’d hang out, we’d
talk football. We’d even go to the gym. I showed him a few lifts,” Tucker

said. “I try and keep in touch with the kids as much as I can. ... I try to
impart wisdom for helping them succeed. It’s very important.”
As one of the older members of the Colby football team last fall, Tucker
served as a mentor to his younger teammates, too. “This year his senior
leadership is outstanding,” defensive coordinator Tom Dexter said. “His
maturity, the example he sets with his hard work, his great attitude has
just been a plus to our unit for sure.”
Tucker’s football career was nearly derailed by a knee injury in 2008.
Early in the season, he suffered a season-ending cartilage tear at the
base of his left femur. “It was just a routine play. I was engaged with the
guy. I didn’t get hit or anything. One of the odder things that’s happened
to me,” Tucker said.
Tucker came back to play in seven games in 2009 and made 26 tackles.
Playing corner for the Mules’ defense, Tucker often covered the opponent’s
best receiver on his own. “He has the intangible of a defensive back. He
doesn’t get rattled. He’s calm. He’s very athletic, and he’s tough,” Dexter
said. Tucker’s final football season ended Nov. 13, when the Mules lost to rival
Bowdoin, 26-21. Tucker had 24 tackles and three pass break-ups in 2010.
He plans to return to campus in May to take part in graduation ceremonies. “They say you’ll regret it if you don’t do it,” Tucker said. By that
time he’ll know whether he’s been awarded the Watson, sending him off
around the world.
Back home in North Berwick, the Laurions continue to root for him.
“That love from everybody contributed to who he is today,” Paul Laurion said. “For sure.”

SPORTS SHORTS

Former cross-country runner Dan Vassallo ’07
won the Philadelphia Marathon Nov. 21, leaving a
field of 11,000 runners behind in the biggest victory of his career.
Vassallo’s time of 2:21:28 was two minutes
faster than the second-place finisher, allowing him
to run the last mile alone.
“When they were playing the music ‘Chariots
of Fire’ at the twenty-six mile mark and calling my
name out, I got a little emotional,” Vassallo told
the Philadelphia Inquirer.
The win came just four months after he underwent surgery to repair a sports hernia. “I was able
to run eight days after the surgery,” Vassallo said,
“but I felt in many ways I was back to square one.”
Rest after surgery and a careful training regimen put him back in top form quickly, he said.
The win came 10 months after a poor showing
in the Houston Marathon, which he blamed on his
injury and poor race strategy. On hand for the Philly
victory were Katrina Gravel ’10, Vassallo’s girlfriend
and an All-America runner at Colby, and his former
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For marathoner Vassallo, a big win

Dan Vassallo ’07 crosses the finish line in the
Philadelphia Marathon in his biggest win yet.
teammates Chris Appel ’08 and Tim Worthington ’08.
News of the win triggered a deluge of congratulatory e-mails from former teammates and coaches.
“I know he’s earned this success,” said Colby crosscountry and track-and-field head coach Jared Beers
’01, “and it’s great to see it paying off.”

Sixty-six members of fall teams were on the
NESCAC All-Academic Team, the fourthmost in the conference. An athlete must
have a cumulative GPA of 3.35 or higher to
be eligible. … In WOMEN’S SOCCER, defender Su-Lin Del Guercio ’11 and goalie
Jayde Bennett ’13 were named All-NESCAC—the third time for Del Guercio and the
first for Bennett, who sat out 2009 with an
injury. MEN’S SOCCER earned a NESCAC
quarterfinal berth but fell to fourth-seeded
Amherst. … Midfielder Meryl Poulin ’11
was named All-NESCAC and represented
FIELD HOCKEY in the 2010 National Field
Hockey Coaches Association Division III
Senior Game. … All-America runner Emma
Linhard ’11 finished 91st in a field of 279 in
the NCAA Division III Women’s Cross Country championships. Amy Tortorello ’13 was
149th. … FOOTBALL was 4-4 for the second straight season. Five players received
All-NESCAC honors: offensive lineman Nick
Steele ’11 was first team while secondteam honors went to wide receiver Patrick
Burns ’11, linebacker Tom Duffy ’12, defensive lineman Ryan Veillette ’13, and defensive back Derrick Beasley ’13.
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